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THE MINNESOTA ACADEMY OF SCIENCE

SOCIOLOGY

A CRITIQUE OF THE SOCIOLOGY OF RELIGION
IN ITS PRESENT STATUS
PAUL

M. GUSTAFSON

Macalester College, St. Paul
RELIGION:

A DEFINITION:

In order that we may not talk right past each other it is necessary
that the meaning of the concept religion be stated immediately. David
Pittman, in his bibliographic appendix on the sociology of religion in
the recent book Review of Sociology, an Analysis of a Decade (546)
says one may "view religion as a product of human social interaction,
and as an expression of cultural, group, and individual needs and activities . . . . . religion [may be viewed] as a basic social institution
which affects and is affected by other institutions in society . . ."
Elizabeth Nottingham in her discussion of Religion and Society says
... "religion may be regarded as a cultural tool by means of which
man has been able to accommodate himself to his experiences in his
total environment, the latter includes himself, his fellow group members, the world of nature, and that which is felt by him to transcend
them all. It is this last-the direction of human thought, feeling, and
action to things which man feels to be beyond his ordinary everyday
experiences ... that is, the sacred-that constitutes, we believe, the
very core of religion." Again Yinger, in his classic Religion, Society
and the Individual speaks of religion as man's effort to "relativize
fears, frustrations, desires, etc." leading to what he called a third element in religion. "Some of the values are super-empirical."
In the Christian doctrine concerning man we are told that man is
finite and cannot comprehend God in his infiniteness. Therefore any
religion becomes a matter of finite man's beliefs and practices relative
to a transcendent all, as understood by man in time and place. (In
this, I believe, we have some support, at least among some theologians.) If the above is true then too we may study religion within the
conceptual framework of many of the intellectual disciplines of man,
if we recall that no given discipline and probably not all of them combined give us a full understanding of the phenomenon. (May I say at
the outset that I for one believe firmly in God-a transcendent AllSupreme Being-the Ultimate-the human relationship with whom is
not fully amenable to scientific study.)
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SOCIOLOGY OF RELIGION

It is not my intention to review .the general theories of religion at
any length, but a quick overview may help to set the stage for the position to be taken in this paper.
As was true in so many areas of interest, the early writers in the
field, enthusiastically embracing the positivistic position, and influenced by an evolutionary ideology, attempted to explain religion
through some theory of its origins, whether it be the rationalistic approach of a Spencer or Tylor, the deep-seated ·emotional needs approach of a Freud or Radin or Simmel or Durkheim social origins.
All of these efforts, enlightening as they are as providing variables for
analyses can hardly be proven, because man's religions precede that
period of adequate documentation and preclude even such educated
"guesses". It can be safely said that scientific theories of the origins of
religion are untenable.
In recent years we have had a number of persons who turned to
"functionalism" as a means of developing a sociological theory of
religion. Nottingham and Yinger offer two examples of the approach.
An evaluation of their statements must be based, at the present time,
upon a general evaluation of functionalism as a theoretical model
rather than in terms of the fruitfulness of these theories as explanation. The recentness of their publications precludes the latter possibility. Suffice it to say, as a word of caution, that there are two general criticisms which are frequently heard: 1. a strictly functional
interpretation tends to omit much historical material which may well
be quite relevant; 2. the functional approach is not readily amenable
to scientific investigation.
The position I would take for the present at least as a short-run
position (possibly only to the end of this paper) is in contrast to the
above attempts; that is, I contend that studies in the sociology of
religion need not be focussed upon the development of a general
theory. Such studies as are undertaken may be in investigations of
religious behaviors, beliefs, etc., as they cast light upon such areas of
sociological interest as stratification, institutions, organizations, urbanism, role theory and others. As such these studies should make a
meaningful contribution to sociology and might well make contributions in the field of religion. I recently received a letter from a teacher
of the sociology of religion at a leading theological school in this
country in which the author stated that he felt it was his purpose in
such a course to teach the student all that could be explained about
religious behavior through "naturalistic, sociological variables in order
that they did not fasten .their faith on something other than the superempirical elements of Christianity."
Other studies, particularly in the light of the above communication,
in which one set of the variables is drawn more directly from the
thought of persons in the field of religion, thus making more pertinent contributions to the above-stated purpose of sociology of religion
should be made. Who knows, such studies may lead to the discovery
of a set of concepts and the relationships between them which would
have striking possibilities for generalization to a sociological theory of
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religion. This would mean that some sociologists must become more
highly conversant in the field of religion. Similarly, some religionists
must become more conversant in the field of sociology, particularly
in methodology, the area of their greatest weakness.
AN OVERVIEW OF THE FIELD

As one reviews the publications in this field one is struck by dominance of just a few approaches to it.
The first to come to mind is the long series of studies which have
been made showing that the religions groups reflect more general subgroups in our society, social class, ethnic groups, color lines. As a refinement there are a few studies which indicate that within a religious
body there are variations in practice which reflect class or ethnic
orientations in such a manner as to raise the question as to which of the
two sets of variables is the dominent one in determining the practices. Some of these studies are parts of community studies; Carl
Withers in Plainville, U.S.A., the Lynds in the Middletown books;
Warner in his Morris, Illinois studies; Goldschmidt in his study of
rural communities of California. There have been a few studies of this
situation, specifically: Daniel's study, Ritual and Stratification in Chicago Churches; Jerome Davis, study of Protestant Church boards;
Hadley Cantril's analysis of poll data; Wilson's study of a congregation, to name some of them. Such men, who are primarily students of
religion, as Liston, Pope, Kenneth Underwood, Marshall Sklare, have
dealt with this phenomenon in Mil/hands and Preachers, Protestant
and Catholic, Conservative Judaism. Above all, there is H. Richard
Niebuhr's classic, The Social Sources of Denominationalism.
A second approach which comes readily to mind is the continued
, interest in building a typology of religious bodies. Again certain classical statements must be mentioned. There is the study of church-sect
typology to be found in Troeltsch's Social Teachings of the Christian
Churches. Since that study there have been refinements of this. For
instance, Howard Becker's four types; ecclesia, denomination, sect,
and cult. To this Yinger adds the universal church and breaks down
the sects into sub-types in terms of the responses of sects to their
sectarianism, acceptance, aggression, and avoidances. Some men, such
as Elmer Clark in his Small Sects in America, have concerned themselves with the refinement of sub-type within a type. In the application
of these typologies to the empirical world, we have recently had a few
studies which indicate that these types do not really exist as such.
This, to me, is to beg the issue, as ideal types by .Weber's definition do
not so exist but are only aids in the formulation of variables for study.
Others have effectively used the typologies in descriptive study. A case
in point is Pope's Millhands and Preachers, in which he spells out the
shifting of church bodies within the typology, listing some twenty odd
variables which are indicative of placement in and movement from
type to type. He also indicates a relationship between this and class.
Fichter in his study of a Roman Catholic parish indicates some of the
problems an ecclesia faces in the society consisting of sub-groups of
these kinds.
70

PROCEEDINGS, VOLUME TWENTY-SEVEN,

1959

A third large group of publications focus upon some small sect,
cult, or group of such nature. Sometimes these are largely descriptive,
at other times they are used as demonstrations of sociological variables, usually class, ethnic group, or race. One thinks of such publications by Charles Braden, a student of religion, These Also Believe 01
his more recent study of Christian Science, and again Clark· comes to
mind, or Marcus Bach of the University of Iowa. Recently, Thomas
O'Dea has published a study of Mormonism, E. K. Francis, studies of
Mennonites, Pike a study of Jehovah's Witnesses. The briefer studies
of sects and cults are more likely to be concerned with its demonstration of class, ethnic or racial behavior. Here we have as illustrations
Fausets' study of the Moorish Science Temple, Simpson's study of
Ras Tafari. We have had an attempt by a team of social psychologists
from the University of Minnesota, Festinger, Schachter and Riecken,
to analyze the behavior of a small local cult in crisis, When Prophecy
Fails.
A good deal of attention may also be given Max Weber's thesis
concerning the Protestant Ethic. Tawney presents his critique of this
in Religion and the Rise of Capitalism. There is also a lengthy discussion of this thesis in Religion in the Struggle for Power by Yinger.
Despite such criticisms Weber's statement and particularly his concept of the Protestant Ethic has gained general acceptance. ( One may
speculate on this in terms of the seeming flattery of our dominant
native white, Protestant status category.) Getting back to our main
point, it is so much a part of American culture that it became the
point of departure in one of our most widely read volumes of social
criticism of our day, William Whyte's Organization Man. Certainly,
as we study Parson's essay on the Theoretical Development of Sociology of Religion, we realize that Weber's early study of Protestantism
has dominated our thinking rather than the more generalized theoretical statements which grew from his further studies. Before we get along
too far we must mention that attempt at an empirical study of the
Protestant ethic, levels of aspiration, and social mobility by Ray Mack
and others at Northwestern University.
Again, little has been done with Weber's typology of theodicy (the
meaning of suffering and evil) which he studied as social psychological phenomenon although we have had a striking story of the problem
as it affects church organization and the personal life of a woman in
The Nun's Story.
From time to time and increasingly we have had intensive studies
of a religious "situation". These have largely been by persons more
identified with religion as a discipline than with sociology, although
they are by no means lacking in acumen. These studies have already
been mentioned but should have special attention drawn to them;
Pope's Millhands and Preachers, Underwood's Protestant and Catholic, Sklare's Conservative Judaism, and Fichter's series on the Southern Parish.
Again we recently have seen a rising interest in the leadership roles
within religious bodies. The above studies have some insightful passages, Leiffer has a study, The Layman Looks at the Minister; James
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Gustafson wrote, some years ago, a article on role conflict in the ministry, which appeared in the Journal of Religion. Sam Blizzard has
completed an extensive study under the auspices of the Russell Sage
Foundation, not very much of which has as yet appeared in print.
(See Christian Century (April 25, 1956) and Journal of Religious
Education).
This is not meant to be an exhaustive review of the literature in the
field. I have tried to indicate the major areas of interest and show a
few examples in each. As I have done so, I felt that there has been a
good deal of repetition of findings in a rough way, that in some way
or another there has not been an increasing significance in the findings
with new study. We have interesting information about many esoteric
religious groups, even concerning their beliefs, but one asks what light
is brought to bear on a general understanding of society, or central
themes in religious phenomena. Again Weber has given us vast quantities of materials, much theoretical material, many hypotheses, but
what we find are critical essays, positive and negative, concerning his
writings. Only recently have we had some attempts to use them as
basis for empirical study. Outs.tanding, among them, are Bellah's
studies in Japan· and Turkey. I know of nothing pointed particularly
to American forms of Christianity being written by sociologists.
Actually, the more intense studies of Pope, Underwood and others
seem the most fruitful work now appearing. I find within them many
discussions of religious beliefs, with attempts to relate them to other
belief systems and to the structure and functioning of religious organizations. They are replete with hypotheses which could give added
depth in the studies in already worked areas and also in the areas of
lesser concentrations.
Before going on to a more specific illustration of this, I should like
to note a couple of areas of pronounced weakness in sociological
studies of religious import. The first of these is in the study of religious
beliefs as they relate to the usual sociological fields of interest, stratification, social organizations, etc. As stated earlier, I am unaware of
any studies of this problem, except as they come under review in
the survey type studies of an Underwood, Fichter or Sklare-, that is,
studies which methodologically find a more home-like atmosphere
among anthropologists, and persons oriented to another generation of
sociologists, than to those who have hitched their wagon to the modern
star.
Secondly, I would note wh.at appears to me, within the limits of my
knowledge of the field, to be a complete lack of studies of religious
phenomena by social psychologists in the Cooley-Mead tradition.
There are studies of roles as we have already indicated but are usually
with the connotation of position in a system. After consulting a number of bibliographies in the sociology of religion I find no references to
this kind of study.
Kenneth Underwood, in his study Protestant and Catholic (p. 122)
notes: "The Protestant Church displays an uneasiness and indecision
over the problems of authority not present in Catholicism. For Protestant clergy, their reaction to the Roman Catholic system has deep72
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ened both their general predisposition to be anti-authoritarian, at least
in ideology, and their tendency to make the personal charismatic
authority of the Protestant minister carry most of the burden of institutional development of the church. Since real charismatic leadership is both uncommon and important, pseudo-charismatic qualities
are developed-sociability, facility in providing momentarily arresting
interpretation of the gospel, and similar qualities. And, since organization is necessary for the performance of the many social and religious functions, which laymen desire, the Protestant ministers have
found themselves deeply involved in the running of committees, and
property, and other works which their seminary-inspired pictures of
the ministry have not prepared them to see as meaningful and important."
In this paragraph is stated an insight gained from a local situation.
We find that a basic tenet of Protestant Christendom, stated briefly as
the "priesthood of all believers", is met by as basic a tenet for the
survival of the belief, the need for some organized means of its propagation. A result of this is to be seen in role expectation for the minister, and eventually in the self concepts of men playing the role.
Development from this of an hypothesis or hypotheses in testtable
form would lead to contributions to the sociology of religion of the
nature asked for early in this paper and fill in gaps mentioned later in
this paper. We have here a concern with basically religious beliefs and
sociological variables concerning social organization. We have here
also contributions to be made to role theory and also practically to
preparation for the ministry and the problems of his own faith.
In even a less concise manner I suggest this possibility for study.
Richard Niebuhr, acting in his role of a theologian, has written a
book, Christ and Culture, in which he develops five types of theological statements concerning this relationship; 1. Christ against culture
2. the Christ of culture 3. Christ above culture 4. Christ and culture
in paradox, and 5. Christ the transformer of culture. And these sociological variables, so associated with these formulations, that they are
predictive of what societies, or what sub-groups in a society will hold
these beliefs? Or will the theological positions taken affect in any way
the culture? What can we learn of this if we were to borrow Merton's paradigm for studies in the sociology of knowledge? Sociopsychologically speaking, are religious beliefs pertinent to seJf concepts?
As a final note: Robin Williams in his book American Society depends most heavily on Sperry's Religion in America for his discussion
of religion as a social institution. Sperry wrote his book so that the
Englishman on the streets would be better informed about the subject
of the title. This is the state of sociology of religion.
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